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But as autumn became winter, and winter promised spring,
Mirabeau was finding enough difficulty, without their tacit
condemnation, in maintaining his precarious position between
the two stools of Court and Assembly. His health was bad:
forty years of alternate gaol and brothel were beginning to tell
upon his body, though his brain was as unclouded and as
brilliantly powerful as ever. But the courtiers were trying to
undermine his influence with the King, with the Queen even,
for ever drawing their attention to the streaks of clay that
seamed the iron feet of the colossus. Many of them, failing in
their purpose, or foreseeing the civil war he would gladly have
precipitated, were trickling out of Paris and across the
frontiers, giving a lead to other emigres from town or manor-
house. And from near those same frontiers came other news,
threatening to change the whole disposition of forces if civil
war should come.

Fersen had his fill of it, by post from Valenciennes. His
Major, and such officers as took routine duty in that unin-
teresting town, submitted Reports, as long as their imaginable
faces, on the state of discipline among the Royal Swedes. He
racked his brain to suggest ways in which they might reinforce
it, knowing only too well that Valenciennes was only ah owing
outward symptoms of a disease whose seat was Paris. He said
nothing at the Tuileries; reports from other regiments must be
reaching the Queen daily, and there was no need to add to the
burden of anxiety. He read his letters in private and burnt
them as soon as he had mastered and answered their contents.
But precautions were bound to slacken when the thing became
common gossip and Paris talked glibly and triumphantly about
the crumbling of the only breastwork between her and the
armies of her enemies. One night in March, he even took a
packet out with him to read in a cafe. He was to sup with
Erik de Stael: Germaine was away, visiting her father in
Switzerland, whither Mirabeau's eloquence had at length
driven him. But just as he was leaving his house, dressed for
supper, the letters from Valenciennes were thrust into his
hand. He decided to walk to the Rising Sun in the Rue de la
Sourdiere, read them over an aperitif and keep Erik waiting,
if necessarv.